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Higher Education Reform and Organizational 
Learning:
A Review of Four Studies in the Field of OL 
and their Practical Applications
　In 2003, the Japanese Ministry of Educa-
tion announced plans for nation-wide reform 
in higher education (Ministry, 2003). One of 
the primary objectives of the reform was the 
development of a workforce that can commu-
nicate effectively in English in international 
settings (Ministry, 2003). As a result of the 
top-down reforms, several universities created 
English Medium of Instruction (EMI) pro-
grams (Taguchi & Naganuma, 2006). Just 
over a decade later, the government initiated 
a project to further encourage the process of 
internationalizing Japanese higher education. 
Soka University was one of the universities 
selected to participate in the Top Global Uni-
versity Project of 2014-2023. One of the goals 
of the project is to increase the number of 
EMI degree programs (Ministry, 2013). Per-
haps connected to the participation of Soka 
University in the Top Global University Pro-
ject, leaders in this institution have imple-
mented Action Learning to, amongst other 
things, help facilitate the development of EMI 
programs. 
　Not to be confused with Active Learning, a 
program implemented by the university pri-
marily to encourage more communicative 
learning among students, Action Learning is 
a formally-structured facilitation method for 
Organizational Learning (OL) (Revans, 
2017). It is used primarily in business set-
tings but has occasionally been applied in 
higher education, including at Soka Universi-
ty. It consists of a process by which individu-
als, teams, and organizations develop and ap-
ply strategies for problem-solving (Revans, 
2017). More specifically, Action Learning in-
volves the process of the statement of a prob-
lem as experienced by an individual in the 
workplace and the focused questioning of that 
individual by team members in order to glean 
a better understanding of the problem. Once 
the root of the problem has been uncovered, 
team members formulate solutions with the 
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ies defined OL as a means to an end: the 
function of OL is to improve organizational 
performance by collectively generating and 
processing new knowledge and then changing 
cognitive frames and behaviors of employees 
based on the new knowledge. For example, 
Chiva, Ghauri and Alegre (2014) defined OL 
as a process through which organizational 
members change their mental rules frame-
works and allow freshly generated knowledge 
to provide them with a new way of seeing. 
Schlagwein and Bjorn-Andersen (2014) take 
the definition further by adding that there 
are several steps to OL including intuiting, 
interpreting, integrating, and institutionaliz-
ing. Finally, Skerlavaj, Su and Huang (2013) 
state that OL is becoming more globally-ori-
ented due to the internationalization of or-
ganizations. Despite the additions made to 
the definitions, the key trend overall is to see 
OL as a way of maintaining effectiveness to 
the organizational mission and competitive-
ness through gradual change based on the ac-
cumulation of new knowledge. 
　As seen above in the definitions of OL, it is 
a process of the collective generation of new 
knowledge that drives innovation and change. 
In university settings, there is a tendency for 
staff to work as individuals rather than as 
teams. When there is collaboration, it usually 
exists between a small group of teachers and 
little of it results in organization change be-
cause research is not usually focused on insti-
tutional innovation per se. Those working in 
higher education, apart from administrators, 
tend not to see themselves as part of an in-
creasingly competitive, business-oriented en-
terprise and they need not identify as such. 
However, using Action Learning as a mode of 
collective problem solving is being encouraged 
help of an observer whose role is the manage-
ment of the problem-solving process. The fo-
cus of this paper will be to explore some of the 
theoretical underpinnings of Action Learning, 
which lie in the field of OL, some current ap-
plications of OL in business settings, and 
some potential practical applications to an 
EMI program at Soka University.
Current Studies in OL
　Action Learning can be considered a practi-
cal driving force underpinned by the more 
theoretical field of OL (Pounder, 2009). OL is 
dedicated to the exploration of how organiza-
tions work collaboratively rather than as a 
collection of individuals to solve pressing 
problems. As such, the first portion of this pa-
per will be dedicated to surveying the trends 
in four key studies in the field of OL. The 
studies were selected for review because they 
represent the usage of classic OL theory ap-
plied to current workplaces. The studies focus 
on several important areas in the field of OL 
including how OL is presently being defined, 
what practices are used to measure OL, and 
what connections have been drawn between 
OL and workplace innovation. Newer, addi-
tional trends will also be examined including 
the importance of bolstering IT capabilities 
for OL, and examining the role of culture in 
processing and utilizing new information in 
innovative ways. Woven into the trends will 
be implications for practice. Below is a chart 
that summarizes details of each of the re-
viewed articles. 
OL Trends in the Four Current Studies and 
Potential Application at Soka
　Without exception, authors of the four stud-
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Article Au-
thor(s)
Classic Organizational 
Learning Scholar Drawn 
Upon for Theoretical Frame
Setting Specifics: Country, Indus-
try and Tactics for Highlighting 
OL
Practical Insights, Connection to 
Innovation &
Relevance to Workplace Practices
Aaltonen and 
Kallinikos 
(2013)
Chiva, Ghau-
ri and Alegre 
(2014)
Schlagwein & 
Bjorn-Andersen 
(2014)
Skerlavaj, Su 
and Huang 2013
March, 1991
Alegre & Chiva, 2008; Mole-
ro, 1998
(Linking OL, innovation and 
internationalization)
Crossan et al (1999) based on 
the work of Daft & Weick, 
1984; March, 1991; Nonaka 
& Takeuchi, 1995
Fiol & Lyles, 1985
Senge, 1990
Huber, 1991
Country: International
Industry: Non-profit, Wikipedia
Tactics: Case study of Wikipedia 
with descriptive statistics used to 
chart evolutionary patterns of OL.
Country: Spain
Industry: Clothing
Tactics: Qualitative case study 
linking OL, innovation and interna-
tionalization, develops two models 
to map connections.
Countries: Japan and then global
Industry: Children’s Toy Manufac-
turing (LEGO)
Tactics: Longitudinal, revelatory 
case study of LEGO’s crowd-sourc-
ing initiative to enhance OL and 
innovation. Analysis from study 
used to develop a framework called 
“ambient OL” which provides a 
model for integrating crowd-sourc-
ing with traditional methods of OL 
to bolster OL and innovation.
Countries: Slovenia, Croatia, Mace-
donia, Turkey, Spain, Malaysia, 
South Korea
Industry: Spans a variety of indus-
tries in 1333 companies
Tactics: Using Hofstede’s theory on 
national culture and how it affects 
organizational behavior, this study 
aims to develop and test a multi-lev-
el model to illustrate how culture 
influences OL. 
Insights: Crowd-sourced knowledge 
may be better than a small group of 
experts
Innovation: Do not necessarily need 
high turnover to ensure exploration.
Relevance: There is an HR tendency 
to rely only on experts. Worth reas-
sessing this assumption and branch-
ing out to crowd-based knowledge.
Insights: OL, innovation and inter-
nationalization linked in a holistic, 
circular way rather than a mechanic, 
linear way
Innovation: Companies can inno-
vate through adaptability (concentra-
tion, discussion, improvement) and 
transcendence (attention, dialogue, 
inquiry)
Relevance: Need to shift from 
seeing OL as a straight line to 
innovation and internationalization. 
Need to view elements in a holistic, 
interdependent way.
Insights: Crowdsourcing can be 
used not only by start-up companies 
with no R&D funding but also by 
major enterprises.
Innovation Connection: Product 
users are an untapped resource that 
can be garnered to enhance innova-
tion.
Relevance: Companies and oth-
er organizations should consider 
bostering IT capabilities in order 
to harness the power of collective 
knowledge through crowd-sourcing.
Insights: Cultural dimensions have 
an influence on OL.
Innovation: Need to take advantage 
of positive influences of power dis-
tance and mitigate the negative influ-
ences of individualism, uncertainty 
avoidance in order to bridge the gap 
between information interpretation, 
behavioral change and innovation.
Relevance: Draws attention to how 
culture affects information acqui-
sition, interpretation and resultant 
behavioral change. Provides support 
for idea that culture needs to be 
included in any theoretical models 
of OL. 
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some of these practices that encourage the ob-
servation of OL as it unfolds and then, subse-
quently, how it is implemented for the benefit 
of all stakeholders. For example, groups of 
teachers could use Action Learning tech-
niques to help uncover the roots of problems 
in their practice, conduct research to provide 
themselves with evidence-based solutions to 
the problems, and then be encouraged to re-
flect as a group on the implementation of the 
solutions.
　A third trend that can be observed across 
the four articles is the way in which OL is 
consistently linked with innovation. Of 
course, in the definitions used by the article 
authors for OL, its link to innovation is ex-
plicit in that OL leads to improvement and 
change or innovation. However, Aaltonen and 
Kallinikos (2013) and Chivas et al (2014) both 
problematize the notion that there is a linear 
connection between OL and innovation as 
several scholars had previously assumed. 
Breaking with this idea, authors of both stud-
ies suggest a more holistic, circular relation-
ship between OL and innovation. Schlagwein 
and Bjorn-Andersen (2014) and Skerlavaj et 
al (2013) also problematize this linear rela-
tionship by looking at how culture can affect 
how new knowledge is processed. Unless the 
new knowledge gleaned through OL is pro-
cessed and put to use by changing employees’ 
and other stakeholders’ cognitive frames and 
behaviors, it is not valuable to the organiza-
tion in terms of innovation.
　This trend in the literature to identify the 
process of OL as a non-linear one that needs 
to be explicitly connected to innovation is par-
ticularly applicable to university settings. It 
seems to be an assumption of Action Learn-
ing practitioners that the problem-solving 
by the university and can provide an opportu-
nity for teachers to collectively examine their 
assumptions through research and the gener-
ation of new knowledge. A concerted effort in 
this area could allow for organizational 
change to occur based on research findings. 
This constant process of renewal based on OL 
principles can be viewed both as research and 
as a service to the students, the largest group 
of stakeholders in the university. In many 
university settings, research and service to 
students is considered separate. However, us-
ing Action Learning to facilitate OL could 
bridge the gap between research and service.
　In addition to the trend of defining OL as a 
means to organizational improvement, a sec-
ond trend can be observed across the four 
studies in the way OL is observed and meas-
ured. All the studies used thick description to 
explain in detail how OL occurs in the work-
place and how the results of OL are imple-
mented. For example, both Aaltonen and 
Kallinikos (2013) and Skerlavaj et al (2013) 
focus on developing detailed accounts explain-
ing the rise of Wikipedia and of the effects of 
local culture on OL respectively. Similarly, 
Chiva et al (2014) and Schlagwein and Bjorn-
Andersen (2014) used thick description to pro-
vide a full account of OL in different settings. 
For example, Chiva et al (2014) interviewed 
personnel at Marie Claire and Mango in 
Spain, linking their OL knowledge to adapta-
tion and transcendence while Schlagwein and 
Bjorn-Andersen (2014) conducted interviews 
with internal and external stakeholders to 
determine exactly how consultation with 
stakeholders could contribute to OL and to 
new knowledge for changing and improving 
business practices. 
　Perhaps university settings could adopt 
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formance or their teachers’ performance in 
the programs. Perhaps as part of an effort to 
improve innovation at the university, students 
should regularly be consulted about their ex-
periences in the programs, both quantitative-
ly and qualitatively, and the results used to 
generate innovation.
　A fifth interesting trend observed in the lit-
erature reviewed is the focus on the global 
nature of the organizational changes occuring 
and the importance of considering the impact 
of culture on OL. For example, Aaltonen and 
Kallinikos (2013) article on Wikipedia has a 
consistent focus on the benefits of harnessing 
the power of global cultural knowledge from a 
diverse base of contributors. Skerlavaj et al 
(2013) also examine culture and warn that it 
is important to take into consideration the 
impact that different cultural phenomena 
have on the process of transforming new 
knowledge into new cognitive frames and be-
haviors. 
　These ideas are particularly important to 
bear in mind when examining the role of 
English language education in Japan and 
how EMI programs can change the local cul-
ture. In her study on the history of English 
language education in Japan, Fujimoto-Ad-
amson (2006) reviews the connections be-
tween global economic, social, and political 
forces that shape the study of English in this 
context. Of course, the Top Global University 
Project is but a recent manifestation of the 
ways in which global trends are shaping edu-
cation in Japan. Keeping these facts in mind, 
it is important for teachers to remain cogni-
zant of the fact that the EMI programs in 
which we work have the potential to generate 
enormous social change. In addition to asking 
questions or solving problems in order better 
process is relatively linear. However, accord-
ing to the literature, this is not the case. 
What is likely needed in university settings 
like Soka is similar to what has been re-
quired in business settings. The literature 
demostrates that there needs to be a constant, 
cyclical effort to state and solve problems 
through research and a means to evaluate 
such efforts in terms of the quality of innova-
tion produced and the value experienced by 
stakeholders, in the case of universities, the 
students, practitioners, and the organization 
as a whole. 
　A fourth trend in the literature is a focus 
on the importance of IT in the OL process. 
While the case of Wikipedia described in de-
tail in the Aaltonen and Kallinikos (2013) ar-
ticle presents a situation of OL strictly based 
on IT, the use of IT to enhance OL in the 
Lego Company (Schlagwein & Bjorn-Anders-
en, 2014) is less obvious. Until Lego began 
successfully harnessing crowd-sourcing to en-
hance OL and, as a result, developed more in-
novative products in a shorter space of time, 
the use of IT was not considered essential in 
OL. 
　Although it is not a common practice in 
higher education, a kind of crowd-sourcing 
could also be used as a source of innovation in 
EMI programs. For example, it is not custom-
ary for the primary stakeholders, the stu-
dents, to be consulted when EMI programs 
are developed and revised. However, there is 
a significant amount of power that can be 
harnessed in this way and applied to the over-
all learning of the organization as a whole. 
Students at the university are solicited for 
feedback but the questions asked of students 
are not usually focused on the quality of the 
programs as a whole but rather on their per-
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EMI programs are experiencing a rebirth in 
Japan (Fujimoto-Adamson & Adamson, 
2018), there are many key issues that need to 
be addressed in order to scaffold student suc-
cess in this kind of educational environment. 
We have built our programs on some basic as-
sumptions that now appear to be facts. For 
example, we assume that students should be 
ready for EMI classes after a short time in 
EAP courses and that we can assess their 
readiness by using standardized tests like the 
TOEFL. We rarely question these assump-
tions and how we might envision continuous 
support of students’ language learning needs 
or more holistic, internal methods of assess-
ment that are custom-suited to the unique 
context of EMI in Japan.
　In order to provide optimum support for 
students, teachers need time to regularly re-
view and test their assumptions. This is the 
focus of the Action Learning program that 
the university has adopted. However, meet-
ings between teachers still tend to have an 
administrative focus and little time is spent 
on curricular discussion or the theoretical 
frames on which our programs are construct-
ed. In order for OL to occur, teachers need to 
be in contact with each other on a more regu-
lar basis. Additionally, in order to apply the 
concepts and principles of Action Learning to 
educational reform, opportunities and guid-
ance need to be provided to teachers although 
teachers should be able to adapt the principles 
and practices of Action Learning to suit their 
needs and their department context because 
Action Learning can be interpreted by some 
as rather perscriptive. 
　The second concept that is helpful to set the 
stage for OL which could lead to more innova-
tion is understanding that the sum total of 
serve students, to is important to constantly 
examine the bigger national or global picture. 
What roles are we playing in the internation-
alization of Japanese universities? In what di-
rection should programs go? How can we har-
ness the collective power of the various 
cultural backgrounds of the students, the 
teachers, and the organizational culture as a 
whole in order to better develop our EMI pro-
grams? These fundamental questions need to 
be addressed constantly as part of OL.
Further Practical Applications of OL and 
Action Learning at Soka University
　In the previous section, four current studies 
in OL were reviewed and trends in the litera-
ture were identified. Potential applications of 
the trends in the higher education context 
were then explored. In this section, ways to 
set the stage for OL will be explored. This 
stage setting consists of three parts; under-
standing the sources and dangers of “group-
think”, differentiating between individual 
learning and organizational learning, and 
fostering a more open system. Once the stage 
has been set for OL to take place, the need to 
put structures in place for OL to occur will be 
discussed. Finally, the notion that OL needs 
to be actively transformed into innovative ide-
as in order to allow for meaningful organiza-
tional change will be further explored.
　OL can be one way to foster workplace in-
novation but the stage needs to be set both in 
order for learning to take place and for learn-
ing to be applied in practice. The first helpful 
concept from the literature is the notion that 
there is danger in “groupthink”, that everyone 
can be wrong, and that, as a result of this in-
ertia and unawareness, no new ideas have a 
chance to develop (Mirvis, 2000). Although 
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ment and assessment. Curriculum should not 
be developed in a vacuum but rather as a 
group effort, facilitated by the strategies and 
principles of Action Learning. A second prob-
lem of importance that could to be addressed 
using Action Learning techinques is assess-
ment since students report noticing inconsist-
encies in how they are evaluated. 
　The foci of this paper have been to root the 
university-adopted Action Learning program 
in the broader field of OL, to explore trends in 
the current OL literature and how these 
trends might be applied to the higher educa-
tion context, and to explore ways in which the 
stage for OL can be set and how OL can be 
implemented in practice at Soka and other 
similar institutions. Teachers tend to avoid 
conceptualizing the higher education environ-
ment as a business-oriented enterprise and 
with good reason. However, this does not nec-
essarily mean that concepts of OL from the 
business world cannot be successfully applied 
to the higher education context. Additionally, 
the processes of OL need to be focused on fu-
ture innovation, an important ingredient 
when developing new programs at university. 
The shift towards EMI that has been encour-
aged by the Top Global University Project re-
quires an institutional push towards OL and 
the transformation of OL into program inno-
vation that can help propel Japanese universi-
ties into leading global institutions.
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